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The Changing Role of Women in the Economy 
An Overlooked Link to U S Revival or Decline
Gaela Keith Gehnng
As the year 2000 approaches the subject of whether or not the United States is expenencing serious decline 
continues to be a matter of great contention Most of the literature acknowledges some decime in the 
international economic competitiveness of the United States whether this process of decline will continue halt 
or reverse is currently the focus of much debate In surveying the topic of decline I have found that most of the 
discussion is concerned with economic factors rates of growth of productivity corporate structure and planning 
unemployment, the federal budget deficit, standard of living and the trade deficit Certain societal factors 
including race relations and the status of racial minorities family values and the state of the educational system 
are discussed as well Are these particular economic and societal issues the only key factors that relate to U S 
decime9
A striking pattern is evident in the majority of the recent literature concerning U S decime—the 
relationship between decline and the status role and treatment of women m the United States has been largely 
overlooked Why should women be singled out for special treatment m examining the issue of decime in the 
United States9 One might think that a discussion of unemployment rates productivity growth rates family 
values and standards of living would use the combmed statistics for both men and women and would give an 
accurate portrayal of the status of U S society and its economy While a genderless treatment of these topics 
does provide one view of the United States it fails to reveal the economic disparities that exist between men and 
women In this paper I argue that the current literature on U S decime has displayed a major oversight by 
failing to consider whether the United States is effectively using half of its human capital women
The year 1992 was hailed as the year of the woman ” Then and now a general sense of achievement for 
women is seen by some to be sweeping across the United States Women are entering the work force and the 
political arena m mcreasmg numbers and as women mcrease their direct participation m the U S economy and 
its policy making decisions a natural progression m equal rights is expected Women have increased their 
entrance into the American work force since the 1970s and the number of wqmen working and women looking 
for work continues to increase Women are projected to comprise approximately two-thirds of the net change in 
the size and composition of the U S work force m the penod from 1988 to the year 20001 Paul Krugman 
among others points out that the United States has been overwhelmingly successful at absorbing women mto 
the work force 2
It would seem that the United States represents a global model for effective female assimilation mto a more 
equal job market If the female population of the United States is indeed effectively tapped as an economic 
resource perhaps this country does not need to consider any changes in its policies toward women Perhaps 
policy makers should be content with the current status of women when considering what steps the United 
States should take to improve its declining economic status Perhaps the United States should be content that 
on the whole women continue to be a positive force for U S competitiveness But should and can the United 
States be content9
What might be considered an effective or ineffective use of any sector of the U S population is open to 
debate However one would expect that some discussion would be sparked if a particular portion of the 
population appeared to be acting as a dram on the economy Some of the questions one might expect to surface 
are What are the causes of this problem9 *What are possible solutions9 How best can the United States 
transform this sector into a positive influence on the economy9
1 Paula Ries and Anne J Stone eds The American Woman 1992-93 A Status Report (New York N Y  W W Norton & Co 1992) 
p 306
2 Paul Krugman The Age o f Diminished Expectations US Economic Policy in the 1990s (Cambridge Mass The MIT Press 1992)
P 27
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These are the typical questions asked by the majority of decimisi scholars and writers when addressing 
various problems the United States must face to improve its economic position Yet what do these writers say 
when confronnng the fact that women in the United States represent two-thirds of all adult poor93 The literature 
is disturbingly silent
Women and Their Link to Decline Where Is It9
Out of the 4 845 pages from eighteen recent books addressing the subject of decline in the United States ninety 
seven pages are devoted to the discussion of the general role of women and their unpact on society and on the 
U S economy (see Appendix A) Only half of the eighteen books had mdex citations for *women” or for other 
women s issues such as fertility rates family birth rates feminism or divorce rates Of the ninety seven pages 
that discussed American women or women s issues eighty one were concentrated in two books 4 These two 
books had relatively substantial discussions concerning the status of American women and the effect changing 
priorities for women have had on the family unit and traditional family values Excluding these two books the 
average number of pages that covered women s issues was one page As in Steven Schlossstein and Ben 
Wattenberg s books most of the remaining sixteen books focused their limited discussion of women or 
women s issues on the future of the American family None of the literature directly linked the changing role of 
women m the U S economy to the future of America s decline or resurgence None of the material asked 
Could the United States use women more effectively as a positive resource in the economy9” The absence of 
this question m the existing literature on U S decime signifies that a major assumption has been made by most 
authors and scholars The assumption may be stated, if the United States wishes to confront the problem of 
decline and consider changes that should be made to provide for a better future current efforts and policies 
involving women m the United States are adequate
The study described above and detailed m the appendices is by no means exhaustive I do believe however 
that it is representative and that it reveals a real pattern in the current and most often cited works on U S 
decime I hope that the preliminary research I have done will serve as an incentive for further work
The Source of Oversight
Before discussing whether the above assumption has ment, I would first like to consider why the assumption 
was made Why has the literature concemmg decline in the United States largely failed to review the current 
status of and existing policy concemmg the Amencan woman9 One explanation could be that the study of 
decline m the United States is a significantly male dominated freíd. The nonconsideration of women in studies 
of U S decline may have resulted from a lack of female perspective Of the eighteen books reviewed m this 
study one was authored by a woman and one was co authored by a woman5 Both of these books did include 
index citations for women However the number of pages devoted to this topic m these books although 
higher than the average for the entire set of eighteen was limited to five and three pages respectively Agam 
neither of these books discussed a direct link between U S decime and the changing role of Amencan women in 
the economy and society In fact Schlossstein and Wattenberg both men were the authors that devoted the 
most space to discussion of issues involving women m the United States Thus the gender of an author (or co­
author) is not a good predictor of whether or not the study of U S decime will consider the relationship between 
women and decime Further it should be noted a female perspective is not always a feminist perspective
A more understandable reason for oversight of women s issues m studies of U S decline is the media 
attention that has been focused on the ongomg achievements and advances of Amencan women If scholars of 
decline are surrounded with information about the continuing improvement of women s roles m the United
3 Susan Faludi Backlash The Undeclared War Against American Women (New Yoik N Y Crown Publishers 1991) p. xm.
4 Steven Schlossstein The End o f the American Century (New York N Y Congdon & Weed Inc 1989) and Ben J Wallenberg The 
First Universal Nation Leading Indicators and Ideas About the Surge o f America in the 1990s (New York, N Y The Free Press 1991)
5 Alice M Rivlin Reviving the American Dream The Economy the States and the Federal Government (Washington D C  The 
Brookings Institution 1992) and Robin Weight and Doyle McManus Flashpoints Promise and Peril m a New World (New York, N Y 
Alfred A Knopf 1991)
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States they may be less likely to propose any changes to the current policies affecting American women inside 
and outside the woik place Susan Faludi explains
To be a woman in America at the close of the twentieth century—what good fortune That s what we 
keep hearing anyway The barricades have fallen politicians assure us Women have made it,”
Madison Avenue cheers Woman s fight for equality has largely been won ” Time magazme 
announces Enroll at any university join any law firm apply for credit at any bank Women have so 
many opportunities now corporate leaders say that we don t really need equal opportunity policies 
Women are so equal now lawmakers say that we no longer need an Equal Rights Amendment6
Indeed the media has played a role m creating the current view that women have achieved equal rights To 
this effect U S policy makers and leaders may be less inclined to ‘push a stone that is already rolling down the 
hill ” This prevailing attitude might be the cause for many in the United States to overlook this country s 
policies toward women when assessing factors contributing to decline It is generally assumed that the United 
States is a world leader in equal rights for women Yet as Susan Faludi argues perceptions of excellence can 
lead to inaction It appears that the study of U S decline has fallen victim to this malady most scholars of 
decline have overlooked the possibility of identifying changes m policy that effect women as an integral element 
in the fight against this country s decime and the improvement of its competitiveness
Women s Link to Decline or Resurgence What is it7
If women are finally experiencing the fruits of equal rights presumably the United States as a whole should be 
benefiting More women m the work force implies additional income that can be used to raise consumption 
savings and investment, that in turn spurs the U S economy At the same urne as women expenence 
progress brought about by successive gams in equal rights the United States can benefit from bolstering its 
status as a global leader of equal rights Women s progress is seemingly a source of improvement for the 
United States But, are there in fact aspects of the woman s role m the United States that are acting to 
exacerbate the process of decime9
What have not been considered when speaking of women s advances m the United States are the starting 
point and the end result. Yes a welcomed steady progress in women s rights has been achieved m the United 
States but some of this progress has been painfully incremental resulting in a steady stagnant situation While 
many authors of books used m this study discuss the success of the United States m creating jobs for the 
increasing number of women entering the work force they fail to examine and report related pertinent data in 
1990 46 percent of all working women were employed in the relatively low paying sectors of service and 
administrative support (secretaries waitresses and health aides) These fields have been and continue to remain 
predominantly female-dominated and low paid sectors of the work force 7 Such readily available statistics reveal 
that m spite of progress women are far from attaining equality Women are a large sector of the population and 
simultaneously act as a positive and negative force on the U S economy The current literature on U S decline 
has overlooked this material fact and how it might affect future competitiveness In turn scholars of decime 
have neglected to consider policy changes the United States might employ m order to utilize the potentially 
large positive impact women could have on the U S economy The discussion that follows will attempt to 
identify key problem areas that should concern scholars of U S decime I also suggest possible solutions to 
these problems to benefit the long term competmveness of the United States
Continued Inequality m the Work Force
By the year 2000 women are projected to comprise 47 percent of the total civilian labor force * In part this can 
be attributed to increasing numbers of women entering the work force for personal career reasons as their 
education level mercases However another major cause of this change m the gender makeup of the U S work
6 Ibid p ix.
7 Ries and Stone p 307
8 Cynthia Taeuber ed Statistical Handbook on Women in America (Phoenix Anz. Oryx Press 1991) p 64
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force could be attributed to decime itself Since only one in four jobs in the United States can comfortably 
support a family of four today many families with only one source of mcome are not able to meet their real 
expenses 9 As economic prospects for American families decime women have entered the job market m greater 
numbers to maintain acceptable standards of living for their families In turn as women enter the labor force 
family mcomes mercase which causes spending savings and investment to nse Women have also created new 
industry and business as they start companies In 1987 30 percent of all U S companies were owned by 
women 10 These facts would seem to show that women m the United States serve as an economic resource to 
maintain or increase living standards and so generally act as a positive force on the economy
Most of the authors of the literature of decline have not considered trends mvolvmg women m the work 
force that actually act as a negative force on the U S economy Equally overlooked are the ways in which U S 
corporations and policy makers have chosen to respond (or not) to these trends One source of discouragement 
for women m the U S labor force is the continued sex based segregation of occupations m 1990 two-thirds of 
all employed women could be found m two sectors of industry—services and wholesale and retail trade In 
contrast, men were more evenly distributed throughout all industry sectors11 In this situation, Stephanie 
Coontz argues that women are far from reaching their goals of equal rights
Women s relative economic improvement is neither a feminist victory nor an attack on men 
Women have by no means reached panty with men at work and they are not replacing men on the job 
Almost 50 percent of women work m occupations that are more than 80 percent female 71 percent of 
men sull work in jobs that are more than 80 percent male Most decreases in sex segregation have 
been caused by men entenng traditionally female jobs (as telephone operators and flight attendants for 
example) rather than vice versa Women remain much more likely than men to be forced into 
involuntary part time labor moonlighting or holding multiple jobs increased by 500 percent for 
women between 1970 and 1989 as compared to a 20 percent increase for m en12
What significance does the continued gender segregation of occupations have to the study of U S decline9 
Symbolically the United States is disadvantaged by the image it projects as a society that has fewer 
occupational choices for women than for men As a country claiming international leadership m equal rights it 
is hypocritical that the U S labor market consistently discriminates against women
The persistent wage gap between men and women is an important part of sex segregation of the work force 
On the average an employed woman makes $ 64 to $ 72 for every dollar a man makes13 This wage gap could 
be partly caused by the recent entrance of women in large numbers into the work force the wages for women 
just entenng the work force might be expected to be lower than those of male counterparts who have been m the 
work force for longer penods of time As women remain m the work force their salanes should nse Entry 
level position salanes are only one factor however contnbutmg to the wage gap
A case study conducted by Susan Faludi suggests that traditional views of a woman s capabilities in the 
work place could be the reason that many compames shut women out of higher paying traditionally male 
dominated jobs While most women are employed m the service sector (45 percent) 22 percent of the female 
work force is concentrated in the area of wholesale and retail trade14 Out of all sectors saleswomen have the 
largest pay gap with their male counterparts on the average a saleswoman earns $ 51 to $ 52 for each dollar 
earned by a salesman The 1973 Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) investigation of 
employment practices at Sears Roebuck and Company provided evidence that women were being kept out of 
high paying commission sales jobs due to discriminatory notions of women s employment capabilities and 
interests
9 Schlossstein p.336
10 Ries and Stone p 307
11 Ibid p 331
12. Stephanie Coontz, On the Edge Chicago Tribune Magazine 11 October 1992 p 16
13 The exact statistic is disputed see Faludi 363 364 and Ries and Stone p 330 331
14 Reis and Stone p 331
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The investigation showed that in his first year at Sears the average commissioned salesman made an 
income twice that of the average non commissioned female salesclerk regardless of how many years she had 
worked at Sears At the same time 60 percent of Sears job applicants were women Forty percent of these job 
applicants were women who met all the requirements for a job in commission sales however m the five years 
preceding the EEOC investigation women received fewer than 10 percent of the high paymg jobs m 
commission sales In a 1986 court case followed by a 1988 appeal Sears defended its hiring payment, and 
promotion practices by arguing that women had different interests” than men and these interests did not include 
a higher paymg more demanding job m commission sales 15 One of Sears personnel managers claimed that 
saleswomen were more interested in the idea of dressing up the home and that sort of thing and wouldn t want 
to sell tires because that job might require they go outdoors during inclement weather Ironically enough 
during the EEOC investigation Sears was able to find enough women interested in high paying commissioned 
sales m order to double the number of women m that general job area while tripling and quadrupling the 
number of women in the traditionally male dominated areas of auto parts plumbing heating and fencing 
Sears hiring payment, and promotional practices were based on an incorrect, stereotypical view of employment 
interests and capacities of women Regardless of Sears seemingly out-dated and unrealistic attitude toward 
women and what their interests are in employment, the EEOC lost its case against Sears due to this very 
evidence The EEOC s case focused on statistical evidence establishing a pattem of sex discrimination m Sears 
employment policies The court ultimately felt that such statistical evidence was insufficient to overcome 
Sears testimonial evidence that women simply were not interested m commission sales The court accepted 
Sears views of women in the work force despite the fact that the EEOC offered evidence to the contrary—that 
there is no significant difference between the employment interests of men and women 16 Sears was not the 
only company that has faced an EEOC investigation concerning employment practices that were shown to be 
sexually discriminatory AT&T General Motors and General Electric are other large corporations that faced 
similar charges m the 1970s and 1980s17
If discriminatory views of the female worker persist women will continue to find it more difficult to enter 
higher paying male dominated fields The Bureau of Labor Statistics has found that 45 percent of the male 
female wage gap is caused by occupational sex segregation18 Clearly this is another factor contributing to the 
wage gap that exists between men and women and one that acts as a negative force in the U S economy As 
women seek to mercase their standard of living by preparing for and seeking higher paying more demanding” 
jobs many may find their efforts unwelcome since some employers evidently believe women are not interested 
m more challenging positions Employers businesses and corporations can no longer assume that women are 
simply working to supplement family income and can thus get by with lower paymg jobs On the contrary 
women are the only source of their family s income in many cases In 1990 60 6 percent of the families headed 
by a single woman had children under the age of eighteen 19 More than one third of the women who maintain 
families work full time but earn less than a poverty level income 20 Not only are more women supporting their 
families alone but, in general women are also waiting longer to marry and thus more unmarried women must 
support themselves 21 In its case against the EEOC Sears itself conceded that women became more interested 
in commission sales jobs between 1970 and 1980 due to the following reasons Sears began to off«* more part 
time commission sales positions changed commission sales payment practices to salary plus commission 
instead of straight commission day care became increasingly more available and other successful saleswomen 
began to be seen as positive role models 22 Ironically enough several of the factors that contributed to the 
increase of women in higher paid commission sales positions at Sears were due to changes m company policy
IS EEOC vs Sears Roebuck and Company 839 F 2d 302 320 (7th G ra n t 1988)
16. Sears Roebuck and Company 839 F 2d at 321
17 For details of the Sears case study and more information about this case see Faludi, pp 378 388 EEOC vs Sears Roebuck and 
Company 628 F Supplement 1264 (Northern District of Illinois 1986) EEOC vs Sears Roebuck and Company 839 F 2d 302 (7th 
G ra u t 1988).
18 Faludi, p 365
19 Ries and Stone p.254
20 Taeuber p 66
21 Taeuber p 247
22. Sears Roebuck and Company 839 F 2d at 321
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day care and the workplace environment that had adjusted to the particular needs of women attempting to earn 
their place in the woik force Women just as men seek to maximize their income with the highest paying 
jobs for which they are qualified changes in company policy not changes in women s interest, will allow 
women to reach their full potential in the work force
While the female work force continues to dominate low paid employment sectors it is important to keep in 
mind that women overall represent approximately 45 percent of the work force 23 On the one hand U S 
corporations might rejoice m their ability to suppress costs by paying relatively low wages to women since low 
costs translate into increased available capital for investment In this regard, one could argue that discriminatory 
wage and hiring policies benefit U S business On the other hand, one can argue that U S corporations should 
be concerned by the very fact that nearly half of the work force receives low wages Lower income for women 
means a large portion of the population that could be spending savmg and investing more in the products of 
U S corporations is not able to do so Therefore depending on which side one wishes to argue lower wages 
for women m general either benefits or hinders the development and progress of U S corporations
Discriminatory hiring practices however act to decrease the pool of applicants that in turn naturally 
decreases the prospective quality and excellence of the work force with a larger more diverse pool of applicants 
employers are more likely to find the best person for the job A work force of women overwhelmingly found 
m low paying job sectors also translates into poorer families and poorer children More than 21 4 percent of 
families headed by working women have incomes below the poverty level24 When considering the possibilities 
of maintaining or increasing women s wages to a fair level relative to their male counterparts U S corporations 
must become aware of the great impact that women have on the U S economy as workers consumers and 
mothers Yet, where can U S business look to find information concerning the impact of women on U S 
economic competitiveness7 As long as sex segregation m the work place and the male female wage gap is 
overlooked by scholars of decline U S policy makers and corporations cannot be expected to address the issue 
Corporations may discover—too late—that the long term future of the U S economy is dependent on the 
equitable treatment of women in the work place
If the nineties are the decade of the woman they are also the decade of sexual harassment. In increasing 
numbers women are entering the work force and in increasing numbers cases of sexual harassment are brought 
to the attention of the American public The televised and widely reported confirmation hearings of Supreme 
Court Justice Clarence Thomas and the allegations against Senator Robert Packwood (Republican Oregon) have 
brought sexual harassment to the living rooms of Americans across the United States With this coverage 
comes shock confusion and frustration as to what constitutes sexual harassment in the work place This 
sensitive topic has obvious links to the U S economy and its decime Whether a case is or is not pursued 
sexual harassment imposes costs on all parties involved lower productivity and missed work for example can 
result from a work environment of fear uncertainty and apprehension It is clear that until more discussion is 
devoted to the problem of sexual harassment in the work place confusion and anxiety will disrupt many male 
female working relationships This will m turn disrupt the day to day activities of U S corporations and 
businesses A 1988 study of 160 Fortune 500 companies suggests that employers should not ignore the cost of 
harassment. The average large sized company with 23 750 employees loses $6 7 million m sexual harassment 
costs every year 25 The deceptively inconsequential short term costs of harassment can easily exponentiate into 
significant costs unless U S companies realize the long term ramifications of ignoring this problem Certain 
U S companies have realized the dram of capital that harassment causes and have accordingly initiated 
harassment awareness training programs The cost of such programs is relatively small ($5 000 for small 
companies $200 000 for large companies) compared to the enormous yearly losses due to ignoring the problem 
of harassment m the workplace 26 Thus for that Fortune 500 company facing a $6 7 million liability it is 34
23 Reis and Stone p 334-335
24 Diana Pearce Welfare is Not for Women Why the War on Poverty Cannot Conquer the Feminization of Poverty ” in Linda 
Gordon ed. Women the State and Welfare (Madison University of Wisconsin Press 1990) p 265 279
25 Susan Crawford “A Wink Here a Leer There It s Costly The New York Tunes 28 March 1993 p. 17
26 Ibid
The C hanging R ole o f W om en in  the  E conom y 7
times as costly to ignore the problem as to take steps to eradicate it. Looked at another way a sexual 
harassment program can be cost effective if it averts the loss of one key employee or prevents one lawsuit ”27
The most significant phenomenon slowing or halting women s upward mobility in the work force is the 
dearth of child care and maternity and family leave programs offered by employers to accommodate the needs of 
an increasing number of female employees In 1990 medium to large firms (over one hundred employees) 
offered unpaid maternity leave to 37 percent of full urne employees 18 percent of full time employees could 
receive unpaid paternal leave Paid maternal leave was available to 3 percent of all full tune employees m 
medium and large firms 1 percent of full time employees could receive paid paternal leave In small firms 
(fewer than one hundred employees) the percentages were much smaller unpaid maternal and paternal leave 
figures were respectively offered to 17 and 18 percent of all full time employees and paid maternal leave was 
offered to 2 percent of full time employees (paid paternal leave was offered to fewer than 0 5 percent of full tune 
employees)28 In 1989 and 1990 only 1 percent of full time employees at small firms participated m an 
employer sponsored child care program while only 5 percent of full tune employees at medium to large firms 
participated in such child care programs 29 Lack of participation in employer sponsored child care programs is 
largely due to the fact that few businesses offer such programs more than 99 percent of U S private employers 
do not offer child care programs30
The pattern just described presents a formidable barrier to women seeking to increase their incomes smce 
women who bear a disproportionate responsibility for child rearing are less able than men to obtain and keep 
full tune year round working positions without family leave and child care programs Diana Pearce explains
Many women especially mothers seeking to support their households on their earnings encounter 
senous obstacles to full participation in the labor market, including inadequate unavailable or 
unaffordable day care and discrimination based on full time work smce only part tune or seasonal work 
is available to them As a result only about 40 percent of women maintaining households alone are 
full time year round workers compared to almost two thuds of male householders About one third of 
women heading families alone compared to one fifth of men are not in the labor force at a l l31
American corporations along with the authors of most literature on U S decime have failed to realize the 
importance of the female work force to the U S economy As more and more families must have two incomes 
to support themselves and as smgle female parents continue to increase child care and family leave programs 
are a necessity for the competitiveness of the U S economy By accommodating the changing needs of theu 
employees through family leave and child care programs U S corporations can plan for long term 
competitiveness It stands to reason that workers will be more productive and loyal if they do not have to worry 
about the care of theu children or if they do not have to be concerned about losing theu jobs if they spend time 
meeting the needs of theu families As Paul Krugman states Productivity isn t everything but m the long 
run it is almost everything ’32
The Feminization of Poverty
Two thuds of all adult poor m the United States are women33 Should this be a surprising figure to U S policy 
makers or those concerned with U S decime9 Hardly The feminization of poverty is increasing as women 
especially mothers confront a job market that provides sex segregated occupations low paying positions for 
women and outdated child care and maternity leave policies At the same time women face an outdated welfare 
program that is based on a male model During the seventies there was a net mcrease of approximately 100 
thousand poor families headed by women and another 998 thousand families with a female head of the
27 Ibid
28 Ries and Stone p 38S 386
29 Sud p 387
30 Faludt,p xrn.
31 Pearce p 268 
32. Krugman, p 9 
33 Faludi,p xm.
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household were added to the population of the poor between 1979 and 1988 Over 90 percent of the decrease in 
poor families between 1987 and 1988 was due to the raised incomes of families with a male head of household 
In sum the number of families below the poverty level maintained by single women increased from 36 percent 
to 53 percent in the past two decades34 Certainly the problem of women m poverty is not being addressed by 
existing policies quite the opposite
While many women are poor for some of the same reasons that men are poor—they live in a job poor 
area, they lack the necessary skills or education—much of women s poverty is due to two causes that are 
basically unique to females Women often must provide all or most of the support for their children and they 
are disadvantaged m the labor market.”35 Consider the following scenano of a woman attempting to overcome 
poverty First she will find it difficult to improve her economic status since the majonty of female-dominated 
jobs are concentrated in low paying job sectors Second a woman needing child care usually finds that her 
employer offers none If she can t afford other sources of child care with a filli urne job perhaps she will have 
to opt for a pan time job but the chances that a pan urne job will adequately support a family are extremely 
low unless the woman is receiving child support from an absentee father The chances of receiving child 
support payments are also disturbingly low only 43 percent of absent fathers paid child support m 1985 and 
only half of those fathers paid the full amount designated36 If a female head of household cannot find a full 
urne or part urne job or receive child support payments to adequately support her family and also pay for child 
care she must turn to the welfare system
The welfare system was established to aid families and individuals whose incomes do not adequately support 
their basic needs If an individual wishes to receive welfare payments first that person is placed into one of 
two welfare categories either the primary group of deserving” poor or the secondary group of undeserving 
poor Individuals comprising the primary group of welfare recipients are those who work on a regular basis at 
full urne jobs while the individuals in the secondary group are generally non working or non full time workers 
Women who have failed to find adequate support in the work force can apply for either of these welfare 
categories however this system is based on a model of male poverty designed around a male head of household 
that effectively blocks the entrance of many women m the system Male bias is evident in the welfare system 
since m order to be categorized in the primary sector of deserving” poor one must be a regular full time 
worker Certainly a woman who must support children will find the search for and maintenance of full time 
employment a more daunting task than a man who typically does not bear similar child rearing responsibilities 
By assuming that most American families are headed by a male breadwinner the welfare system has in effect, 
excluded many women from unemployment benefits Although welfare was created primarily as a device to lift 
people out of poverty the poor male model has the ironic effect of trapping women in the welfare system and in 
an impoverished life
Only those eligible for unemployment benefits as members of the primary group of recipients are regular 
full time workers Since women experience more difficulty than men in obtaining regular full time year round 
employment, many women do not qualify for benefits under the primary group of welfare recipients In effect, 
welfare has become a system of de facto segregation against female applicants Consequently women comprise 
a disproportionate fraction of the secondary group of welfare recipients—the undeserving” poor Again the 
model for the secondary group is based on a poor unemployed male who has not been a regular full time 
employee The program assumes that the solution to the second group s poverty is to give members a job any 
job However as we have seen having a job is ipso facto a less certain route out of poverty for women 
than for men Second income from earnings only partially addresses a woman s needs and therefore only 
partially alleviates her poverty n37 A typical woman s needs for adequate child care and maternal leave programs 
simply are not met by the drastic majonty of current employer policies Therefore if a single parent woman is 
unable to keep the job provided by the program in the secondary sector of the welfare system she must turn to 
Aid For Dependent Children (AFDQ which requires all other resources or savings to have been exhausted
34 Pearce p 266
35 Ibid p. 267 
36. Ibid p. 268 
37 Ibid p. 270
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before any benefits may be collected. While receiving payments from AFDC the recipient is encouraged to find 
another job as quickly as possible regardless of pay or availability of child care programs The woman soon 
finds herself back at square one38 This cycle of female poverty finding its origins in outdated employment 
policies has caused the increase of women m the woik force to be ultimately a negative force on the U S 
economy If women were instead allowed fair treatment m a welfare system that took into account the special 
circumstances working women face more women would be able to begin a search for employment that 
adequately meets their needs instead of the entena of a male based welfare system Finding a job that can 
support a woman s or man s needs for the long term should be an essential part of any welfare system that is 
based on fairness A long term non-discnminatory system of welfare is a fundamental necessity m any program 
designed to unprove long term U S productivity and to reverse U S decline
A more optimistic trend for the future of the advancement of women and the U S economy lies m the 
increasing level of education achieved by American women In 1988 more than half of the students enrolled in 
college were females and m 1989 the majority of all levels of degrees (except doctorates) were earned by 
women39 As more women acquire higher levels of education them chances of entering higher paid occupations 
increase Plus the likelihood of receiving equal rights m the work place mercases as they demand the same 
treatment as their male college graduate counterparts As women niter higher paid and higher level executive 
positions they will have an increasing opportunity to create new policies that accommodate the needs of female 
workers Of course this process is evolutionary rather than revolutionary The nsmg educational levels of 
women will not cause any immediate movement toward the equal treatment of women in the United States 
since multiple factors are involved m the disparate treatment of women and men m the United States Yet as 
women continue to pursue higher levels of education they create an impetus for future change
Certain trends concerning women s education are however discouraging For example only recently have 
the median annual incomes of female college graduates exceeded those of male high school graduates (by a mere 
$100)40 This change however is not due solely to an increase in the average annual salary of working female 
college graduates it is partly attributed to the 14 percent decrease in the average annual incomes of male high 
school graduates 41 Female college graduates continue to make less than their male counterparts and less than 
men who have had only one to three years of college education 42 Yet as women continue to mercase their 
level of education and then enter the work force they should experience increasing equality m the work place 
Education thus acts as a source of future changes in employment policy that will begin to use the female work 
force to its full capacity and in turn improve the prospects for long term U S competitiveness
The Breakdown of the American Family
While women entering the work force have allowed many families to increase or mam tain living standards it 
has also caused a major redefinition of the American family As women establish themselves m the work force 
they are seen to be delaying marnage and childbirth and increasing numbers of women with children are 
working In 1976 less than one third of all mothers with infants were in the work force whereas m 1988 over 
half of all mothers with infants were employed 43 Delays m the age of marriage and declines m the rate of 
marriage delays m childbearing and decreases in the number of children per couple and increasing divorce rates 
have caused family configurations other than two parent families to become more common In fact, one m four 
households m the United States is a one person household44 As the American family changes increasing 
numbers of scholars writers journalists and commentators are calling for a return to the traditional family unit 
and values m order to solve the ills of the United States
38 See Ibid, for a further explanation of the welfare system and its treatment of women
39 Ries and Stone p 283 and p 289
40 Ibid. p. 388 and pp 393 394
41 Ibid 
42. Ibid
43 Taeuber p 64
44 Und. pp 247 248
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One of the strongest criticisms of the changing structure of the American family is the increasing divorce 
rate and the increasing unwed motherhood rate Since 1950 the divorce rate has doubled the number of children 
involved has doubled and in 1990 the divorce ratio (number of divorced persons for every thousand currently 
married persons) reached an unprecedented high of 166 for women and 118 for men 45 Rising divorce rates and 
more unwed mothers have in turn caused the number of single female parent households to increase—one m 
three children under the age of six live with only one parent and 79 percent of all single parent families are 
headed by women 46 When a couple with children breaks up frequently the man becomes single while the 
woman becomes a single parent.”47 Sadly the unique problems single parent mothers experience when 
attempung to support a family increases m the rates of divorce and unwed motherhood lead to an mcrease m 
child poverty* while only 7 7 percent of male headed households with children under the age of eighteen arc in 
poverty 44 7 percent of female headed households with children younger than eighteen are m poverty 48
When questions concerning the American family unit enter the discussion of U S decline silence is no 
longer a problem The concept of the American family as the traditional bedrock of American society and 
economy is changing and this change has been popularly deemed a principle source of U S  decline Although 
a failure to enforce child support laws and outdated employment policies (such as the unavailability of family 
leave or child care programs) could have been major sources chosen to be worthy of blame when considering 
children and their smgle parent mothers living m poverty popular thought has overwhelmingly identified 
divorce and unwed motherhood in themselves as the causes of poverty and inequality in the United States A 
return to more traditional family values and structure is thus presented as the solution to U S decline Yet as 
Stephanie Coontz points out this assumption may not be correct
The family arrangements we sometimes mistakenly think of as traditional became standard for a 
majority of Americans—and a realistic goal for others—only m the post war era and were shaped by 
unusual economic and political alignments Poverty in the 1950s was higher than it is today and did 
not drop sharply until the antipoverty initiatives of the 1960s but unlike the 1970s and 1980s the 
poverty rates were headed down rather than up so that perseverance rather than innovation seemed the 
route to success But this mode of organizing family community and gender was based on wage 
work and housing conditions that ceased to prevail m the 1970s And it turns out that the values 
associated with these roles could not be sustained when the economic incentives behind them ceased to 
operate 49
While hailing marriage and a return to traditional family gender roles—man as breadwinner woman as 
homemaker—many commentators fail to ask why smgle parent heads of household overwhelmingly cannot 
support their families and thus so often enter into poverty If this question were asked rather than overlooked 
readers of declmist literature might find more and better proposals for changing employment policy to 
accommodate the child care needs of female and male workers Realizing the special needs of smgle parent heads 
of household (curiously overlooked by declmist scholars and proponents of a return to traditional family values) 
could provide an integral part of the solution to U S decline Instead of pining for the American family unit of 
the past U S companies and declmist scholars must learn to solve the problems facing today s American 
families including the increasing numbers of single parents
Divorced and unwed motherhood should not automatically be considered societal evils Divorce allows 
women and men to leave unsatisfactory dysfunctional or abusive marriages that might in the past have been 
mam tamed. Although the negative emotional and economic effect of divorce on both parents and children often 
represents an almost no-win trade-off the alternative a return to the divorce norms and legislation of the past is 
unthinkable The ability of a husband or wife to leave a marnage and the ability of a woman to make a 
decision to raise a child out-of wedlock is a product of progress albeit a form of progress carrying negative as 
well as positive aspects that should not be surrendered in the name of decline
45 Ibid, and Ries and Stone p 244
46 Taeuber p 248 and Ries and Stone p 254
47 Pearce p 267
48 Ibid
49 Coontz, p 14 and p 16
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To handle social obligations and interdependency in the twenty first century we must abandon any 
illusion that we can or should revive some largely mythical traditional family We need to invent new 
family traditions and find ways of reviving older community ones not wallow in nostalgia for the past 
or heap contempt on people whose family values do not live up to ours There are good grounds for 
hope that we can develop such new traditions but only if we discard simplistic solutions based on 
romanticization of the past50
Some commentators relate increasing abortion rates to a destruction of traditional family values and general 
decline The link between abortion and poverty was established in a study by the Alan Guttmacher Institute 
This study found in 1987 that a disproportionate number of all abortions were performed on women at the lower 
end of the income scale51 As poor women confiront the obstacles and difficulties a working woman must face 
abortion becomes a more attractive option One solution can be found by taking away the incentive for women 
to have abortions change employment policies to end sex occupation segregation and include programs of child 
care and paid maternal leave Another solution rests m the prevention of unwanted pregnancies and increased 
funding for contraceptive research Ironically the very groups that most vehemently oppose abortion also 
oppose mercases in funding for birth control clinics and other family planning services It is perhaps no 
surprise that a study performed by the Institute of Medicine found that m 1990 the United States had lost its 
former position as a leader m contraceptive research falling behind m birth control development m comparison 
to the rest of the industrialized countries52 Overall only the United States and Iran lost ground m family 
planning developments in the 1980s53 Offering limited numbers of reproductive choices for women m die 
United States m order to promote traditional family values acts to place additional obstacles in front of 
women s educational and employment opportunities and also exacerbates the already desperate position of poor 
women
Women and U S Decline The Future
Since the early 1980s critics o f American economic policy from both right and left have warned that 
our failure to deal with chrome problems will eventually lead to disaster
—Paul Krugman
Changes m the structure of the U S economy have led to changes in the role of women m the work force and in 
the structure of the American family unit With these developments have come continued advancements for 
women but the goal of equal rights m the work place for both men and women is far from achieved Since the 
vast majority of U S corporations and businesses have not acted on the changing needs of the American work 
force current employment policies and attitudes are the source of economic alienation for the female work force 
that exacerbates the continuing feminization of poverty and creates an obstacle to continued progress m equal 
rights A largely low paid female work force has in turn created a large sector of the U S population whose 
abilities to spend save and mvest have been stifled But women are not the only victims of stagnating 
employment policies—children are the most negatively affected, as their mothers and fathers are less able to 
provide them with adequate care and economic support
The impact women have on the U S economy can no longer be ignored in the study of U S decline Yet 
most scholars and commentators of decline continue to do just that when proposing U S policy options to 
improve the future competitiveness of the United States As long as women s role m the U S economy is 
overlooked the true positive potential of a growing female work force goes largely untapped. In the meantime 
it is U S business that loses in the long term If the United States wishes to plan for long term success it can 
begin by first allowing the fastest growing sector of its work force equal opportunity to obtain full time 
employment at a fair wage rate Currently however the short term costs involved in the accommodation of the 
needs of a changing labor force are apparently too expensive for U S business At the same time the supposed
50 Ibid p 21
51 Ries and Stone p 241 
52. Faludi p 420
S3 Planned Parenthood Getting Past the A Word (advertisement) The New York Tunes 27 October 1992 p A 15
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benefits of returning to traditional family values somehow appear too attractive By failing to address these 
systemic and structural problems U S employers limit their potential for long term success in the future
Two hundred years ago Mary Wollstonecraft wrote Most of the evils of life anse from a desire of present 
enjoyment that outruns itself n54 U S companies must cease to depend on short term benefits that may be seen 
to anse from a low wage female work force With this addiction to short term gams U S business is 
outrunning itself m the increasingly competitive world market and depnvmg itself of important long term 
benefits By recognizing the central role of women in the U S economy and by formulating and enacting 
policies that allow busmess to effectively use women in the work force U S corporations can take one of the 
most important steps toward ensuring the long term economic progress of the United States
54 Mary Wollstonecraft, Vindications o f the Rights o f Woman (London Penguin Books reprinted, 1985)
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Appendix A
Table 1 Number of Pages of Text by Author Number of pages devoted to the discussion of any women s issues m
comparison to the total number of pages of text by author ♦
A u th o r Pages p e r T otal A u th o r Pages p e r  T otal
Aaron 0/317 Nye 1/261
Bartlett 0/219 Prestowitz 0/301
Bergner 1/223 Rivi in 5/182
Chancellor 3/163 Rosecrance 2/221
Halbertson 0/126 Schlesinger 1/138
Kearns 0/167 Schlossstem 42/480
Kennedy 0/540 Thurow 0/299
Krugman 0/203 Wattenberg 39/390
Nau 0/386 Wright 3/229
* Pages were found through the use of mdex and table of contents listings In order for pages to be tabulated a term or 
terms relating to women s issues must have been listed or cited Listmgs citations or phrases were counted m the 
tabulation if they contained any of the following words abortion, birth children contraceptives 
contraception divorce family female feminism fertility woman or women
Table 2 Total Pages Compared Total number of pages devoted to the discussion of any women s issues in comparison
to the total number of pages of text ♦________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________ C a te g o ry ________________________________________ Q u a n t i t y
a) Percentage of books containing at least one listing or citation with words related to women s 50% 
issues
b) Number of pages of text 4845
c) Number of pages of text devoted to the discussion of any women s issues 97
d) Percentage of text pages devoted to the discussion of any women s issues 2%
* Pages were found through the use of mdex and table of contents listmgs In order for pages to be tabulated a term or 
terms relating to women s issues must have been listed or cited Listmgs citations or phrases were counted m the 
tabulation if they contained any of the following words abortion, birth ” children contraceptives 
contraception, divorce family female feminism fertility woman or women
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